There is an urgent need to prepare teachers to effectively meet the needs of diverse students in classrooms across the USA today. In response to this need, many teacher preparation institutions offer multicultural education (also referred to in the literature as diversity) courses that are geared towards providing prospective teachers with the necessary skills and dispositions necessary to meet the needs of diverse learners. Evidently, multicultural education is viewed as the solution to an educational system that puts many students at risk of failure due to their race, gender, exceptionalities, ethnicity, class, religion, language and sexual orientation (Banks, 1999; King, Hollins & Hayman, 1997; Melnick & Zeichner, 1997) . However, the effectiveness of multicultural education courses in transforming pre-service teachers' attitudes towards diverse students, or preparing them to meet the academic needs of these learners is debatable. This is due to a number of reasons: (a) the single subject approach to multicultural education that is obtained in many institutions is considered to be ineffective; (b) the attempt to re-conceptualize pedagogical approaches to embrace diverse perceptions in content, methods and assessment tools across all disciplines is often unsuccessful; (c) the initiative to re-conceptualize the university curriculum to reflect a broader range of human experiences is often met with resistance from some administrators, and teachers and students alike; and (d) some college professors who are competent in their subject areas and are willing to re-conceptualize their courses to foreground the multicultural component often lack the skills, experiences, and resources to do so (Bifuh-Ambe, 2006; Ladson-Billings & Tate IV, 1995) .
Even when stakeholders in education agree that multicultural and multiracial education policies and attitudes must be adopted in order to accommodate the demographic changes in society, there are differences in opinions as to what pedagogical approaches should be adopted to effectively transmit this awareness to pre-service teachers. In the past, two approaches have generally been used in institutions of higher education. The first focuses on cultural competence through ethnic and gender studies as an avenue to greater individual tolerance, and the second focuses on targeting Whites in an effort to reverse racism. Limitations however, exist in both approaches. Some see the former as too narrow, while the latter is considered too political and sometimes counter-productive (Brandon, 2003; Kailin, 1999; Sleeter, 1996) .
Due to the controversies arising from the two major conceptions of multicultural education, teacher education programs have not quite succeeded in providing prospective teachers with the theoretical knowledge and procedural skills that they need to teach particular students in specific contexts (Sheets, 2000) . Despite these challenges, many reasons exist to buttress the rationales for offering multicultural education courses and integrating multicultural concepts into preand in-service teacher preparation programs.
Rationale for Multicultural Competences in Pre-and In-Service Teachers
The world in which we live today is fast "shrinking." Through international world peace initiatives, cross-national hiring practices are more frequent, mobility across national boundaries is growing, and global communication is at its highest (Morey & Kitano, 1997) . In most parts of the globe, kindergartens through colleges serve student populations that are culturally, linguistically, and racially diverse. Teachers are constantly called upon not only to ensure peaceful coexistence and foster mutual respect among students, but to ensure that each child achieves to his/her fullest potential. To meet this goal, educators must possess both the knowledge and the skills required to effectively teach in pluralistic classrooms.
Educators must practice culturally responsive pedagogy that affirms the cultures and views of the cross section of students represented in classrooms. A culturally responsive pedagogy is based on the premise that culture influences the way students learn, and therefore, students' real life experiences should be incorporated into the teaching and learning process (Bennett, 2003; LadsonBillings, 1994; Smith, 1998) . Multicultural Education courses offered in teacher education institutions seek to provide pre-service teachers with the skills, attitudes and dispositions needed to meet diverse student's needs. However, in order to be successful, these courses must have both the right content and effective methods of delivery. Lesson content should increase students' knowledge of various ethnic groups; teaching materials and assignments should reflect multiple cultures and perspectives, as well as represent the richness of the whole human experience. Method of instruction should be both tactful, yet honest (Au, 1993; Banks, 1999; Bennett, 2003; Lasley, & Matczynski, 1997; Zeichner, 1998) . Brown (2004) maintains that often the method is more effective than the content. Preservice teachers must be encouraged to lower their defensiveness, adopt reflexive thinking, and be willing to accept alternative perspectives. They may be required to set aside cherished beliefs in order to see the points of views of other beliefs and cultures that may seem unfamiliar and uncomfortable to them at first. Teacher educators must adopt an inquiry approach that encourages prospective teachers to ask meaningful questions that may not necessarily have easy answers. They must encourage their students to seek answers to such questions through sound reasoning and a dynamic process of inquiry and research.
Conceptualizing the Teacher Educator and Student as CoResearchers in Teacher Education Programs
Action research is a qualitative inquiry process that seeks to describe complex experiences and enable teachers become more reflective about their practice (Zeichner & Gore, 1995) . Through this approach, teachers can be systematic in their observations of the people (students, administrators, instructional specialists, counselors, and other colleagues) with whom they interact in the school environment. They can collect and analyze data in a more rigorous manner and use the information to inform and improve their practice. Bogdan and Biklen (2003) recommend that qualitative research protocol be used in teacher educational training programs because it offers prospective teachers opportunities to explore complex issues and environments. Through qualitative inquiry, pre-and in-service teachers can examine their own beliefs and values to see how these values influence their attitudes towards students and others in the educational setting. The qualitative approach can develop "a more astute observer of the total school environment and helps make the process of learning to become a teacher a more conscious effort" (Bogdan & Biklen, 2003, p. 231) . With proper instructor scaffolding, the qualitative approach can be very effective in helping pre-service teachers in teacher training institutions examine and analyze the tough topics that multicultural education courses deal with.
Ideally, as these novice teachers examine various points of view and study different cultures, they develop empathy and understanding of the people under study.
Over a period of eight years, the teacher educator in this study has taught multicultural education courses in two colleges of education across the U.S. at both undergraduate and graduate levels. Multicultural education/ diversity courses are usually designed to help educators examine, confront, and begin to manage the challenges and issues they will face in educating children, regardless of ethnic, cultural, mental, cognitive, religious, physical or other differences. These courses often focus on educators' responsibilities to students at risk of failure in schools. Course content addresses both skills and strategies, and examines dispositions that future educators will need to help them succeed at meeting the needs of at-risk students. Multicultural education courses can be challenging both to the instructor and to the students enrolled in the course for many reasons, but especially because classroom discussions often center on hot-button topics such as racism, stereotypes, homophobia, ageism, sexism, abuse and other "isms." These sensitive topics can easily become volatile as learners approach them from diverse perspectives.
The multicultural education course policies at my university clearly spell out students' expectations and responsibilities, and instructor's roles. My role as the instructor is that of a facilitator and discussion leader. I assign readings, make presentations, lead discussions, and create a climate for interactive learning. Assigned readings and field-based activities are usually geared towards helping students understand the experiences of a broad spectrum of the human race, and encourage them to examine their attitudes towards the various groups represented in the U.S. society. I try hard to create a classroom climate where students feel safe to share their ideas, no matter how "unconventional" these ideas may be. Students' expectations usually emphasize active participation through listening, inquiring, sharing ideas and reflecting about any material covered in class, online and in external activities. An essential goal of the course is that students develop the willingness to learn and share thoughts and insights as a professional teaching practitioner. Among other professional behaviors, students are encouraged to participate without dominating the conversation, and disagree respectfully when necessary. Class participation actually counts for 10% of the total course grade.
At the beginning of the semester, we spend a considerable amount of time going over course policies and expectations. Throughout the semester, I often have to step in and remind students about the need for civility even when disagreeing. This intervention is especially necessary given the demographics of my student population. Because my teaching assignments have been in predominantly white universities, my pre-service student teacher population is often more than 95% Caucasian. This is not very unusual, and actually reflects the national statistics of teacher demographicswherein 86% of grade school teachers are predominantly white female (Ladson-Billings, 1994) .
Despite safeguards to ensure meaningful learning, I frequently observe in my students the discomfort, resistance, anger and other conflicting emotions often reported in the literature. Some of the students' anger is directed towards the course instructor and evidenced in end-of-semester course evaluations.
Course evaluations often show student's conflicting emotions and perspectives, and it is often difficult to decipher a consistent thread in these evaluations. In the same semester, it is not uncommon to read the following students' comments:
"This class offers great opportunities to explore tough issues and address them in your own classroom"; "I honestly feel that my view on humanity has changed as a result of this course"; "Great content, very useful"; "I look at culture through a new lens"; "I am now so prepared to deal with cultural minority. This class is a must for all graduate students"; " I really enjoyed this class. Some of the course readings were very interesting. Others were very tough!"; and "I have had to rethink many of my beliefs and values." Then on the other side of the spectrum are comments such as: "This is the worst professor I have ever had"; " I would not recommend this course to anybody"; and "I was made to feel guilty for being a white male, something in which I not only have no control over, but that I don't feel is anything someone should have to apologize for"; Whether faced with students' resistance or willingness to grapple with alternate views, I have continued to teach this course with honesty and tact. I spend considerable amounts of time reflecting on how best to prepare my predominantly white pre-service teachers to embrace the diversity of their future students and develop dispositions for effective interaction with others in a global community. I have been grateful to witness profound transformation in some students during the course of one semester.
One of the assignments that I have found to be most effective in helping students apply the theories learned in the classroom, explore their feelings towards others not like themselves, and come to terms with their deepest, often unacknowledged stereotypes, is the "Minority Experience" field based project. In this assignment students are required to choose an activity that places them in a minority situation for a minimum of three hours. Students must be conscious of being in the minority; that is, aware of their status as different from others in the selected environment.
Students are expected to experience varying levels of comfort or discomfort, but should not expect to be in danger at any time. Students are required to write a report describing their experience, including feelings, awareness and lessons learned . They are urged to use their insights and multicultural education theories as a lens through which they analyze the experience and understand the persons in the minority group. Some of the places that pre-service teachers generally visit for their minority experience include: black churches; gay nightclubs, cultural festivals, beauty shops specializing in non-Caucasian hairstyles, or simply hanging out (shopping, eating, and visiting parks) with a another person perceived to be different than them; for example, same-sex couples. (See Appendix A for a full description of the minority experience assignment).
Many students have indicated anecdotally in class discussions that the minority experience is one of the most powerful and effective learning experiences for them. It catapults them into new environments and all but forces them to look beyond their own experiences to the lives and cultures of others. In the process, students develop an understanding of issues of diversity that they would otherwise not have learned in the classroom. The emotional impact of the diversity experience leads to a real "turning of [the] soul" for many pre-service teachers (Rodgers, 2006) . The following is a narrative of one undergraduate pre-service teacher's minority experience. It is presented here, in almost its original form (aside from teacher educator edits) so that the reader may accompany this student and share her thoughts and emotions at various stages of her "journey" towards understanding the "other' and achieving multicultural transformation. 
Powwow!!!

Final Thoughts
As described above, the minority experience places students in environments where they are expected to view events through the cultural lens of those that participate in the culture. It is a project that uses inquiry, participation, and reflection to come to a better understanding of a culture that had previously been considered foreign. This student researcher appeared to have experienced a profound change of attitude toward this particular Native American Indian culture, from the time she started her "journey" to the time she completed it. Her emotions went through various phases of trepidation, suspicion, acknowledgement, affirmation, and admiration.
Institutions that prepare teachers continue to explore effective methods through which they can adequately prepare prospective teachers to become culturally competent enough to meet the needs of students in a changing educational landscape. The minority experience assignment appears to be an effective approach in fulfilling that goal. Preservice teachers engage in an inquiry method that enables them to view and understand other cultures unfiltered through their own or other popular beliefs. Students present a writeup of their experiences to the class, and a question and answer session follows. During this session, further discussions and other artifacts representing the culture under study are shared with the class. Often these presentations turn out to be an epiphany. Many students acknowledge how ignorant they'd been about certain cultures, and many readily share their long held stereotypes about certain groups in the community, views that the project appears to debunk. Tina (pseudonym for the student researcher in this piece) had taken several pictures of the dancers and other participants at the powwow. She shared these pictures and the level of interest shown by the rest of the class was fascinating. This class was made of twenty-one all Caucasian pre-service teachers (twenty females, and one male). All the students acknowledged that although they had lived in Mississippi for most of their lives, none of them had ever attended a powwow. Classroom discussions indicated that many of them would wish to attend in future. Incidentally, the university where these students attend usually hosts an annual powwow event that even I as an instructor was not aware of. In the early the fall semester, when I saw the announcement on the college web-site I asked a colleague to go with me to the gym where the event would be taking place. I was pleasantly surprised to see two of my former students from the spring semester multicultural education course in attendance as well, and we even ended up taking pictures with some of the dancers.
The minority experience combines classroom theories with practical and direct encounters which results in personal transformation for the individual. Student researchers are encouraged to keep an open mind, listen well, ask questions, and observe details during the data gathering process. These interactions foster empathetic understanding and help students see through the eyes of those that live the culture that the student researcher is experiencing for the first time. For pre-service teachers to acquire multicultural competence, colleges of education must adopt new approaches that do not only emphasize intellectual classroom paradigms, but provide authentic opportunities for students to experience and reflect upon the cultures of others different than themselves.
